In the study of military history and the reasons why people in any part of the world join the armed forces one trend stands out clearlythe hereditary soldier. Ireland is no exception. In the database, of 491 officers whose fathers' backgrounds are known: one third came from families with a military tradition.
1 For many Irish officers this tradition originated in family strategies to maintain their social and economic position within the landed gentry. The decline in their wealth, however, by the late-nineteenth century due to the landholding revolution in Ireland, led to 'genteel poverty' and, among some parts of the gentry, a growing dependency on military careers for their livelihood. By 1914 the officer corps was no longer a casual occupation for the sons of wealthy landowners waiting for their inheritance, but an occupation attracting an increasing number of men who regarded the army as a permanent career, as evidenced by the decline in officers from the landed interest and the growing trend of self-recruitment as sons of military professionals followed their fathers.
2 Yet the First World War through its mass mobilisation disrupted this homogeneity and brought educated Catholics and other non-traditional groups into the commissioned ranks. This new family tradition held together, in spite of Irish separation in 1922, and clearly manifested itself during the Second World War.
The Anglo-Irish and the family tradition, 1650-1945
The family tradition of military service resonated most strongly among the old Anglo-Irish ascendancy classes who, until the First World War, provided the overwhelming majority of Irish officers for Britain's armed forces. Many Anglo-Irish families traced their lineage back to soldiers who had participated in the Cromwellian conquest of Ireland and had 2 'I was born into an Army family': Irish Officers and the Family Tradition been rewarded for their service with grants of land.
3 Within these families a remarkably persistent tradition of military service dates from this time. One historian has calculated that by the mid-1770s one third of all British army officers were from the Anglo-Irish gentry. 4 However, this tradition constituted more than sons simply following their fathers into the same profession. In landed families it was critical that the younger sons found an appropriate career to supplement their family allowance and maintain their social status. For a gentleman this meant a career in the armed forces, the church or the higher civil service but since Dublin Castle had few appointments to offer, the Anglo-Irish heavily populated the former professions. This can be seen in Kildare native Randal Sadleir's perception of his family tradition, which began when Colonel Thomas Sadleir arrived in Ireland in 1649 and a succession of 'soldiers, sailors, clerics and scholars followed him'.
5 Indeed Sadleir's grandfather had been an army chaplain at the Curragh Camp and his father was one of the last British civil servants in the Irish Free State. He worked in the office-in-arms in Dublin Castle until it was abolished by the British government in 1943. In the same year Sadleir obtained a commission in the Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers. He served in East Africa, where he learnt Swahili, transferred to the 9th King's African Rifles and after the war he enjoyed a long career in the Tanzanian civil service.
In spite of the Irish share of the army officer corps receding from a peak of 37 per cent in 1812 to 17.5 per cent during the second half of the nineteenth century, Irishmen were still over-represented with a ratio of Irish-born officers per capita to English-born officers per capita of 11:8 in 1872. 6 This disparity can be explained by the dearth of alternative sources of income in the predominantly agricultural Irish economy and, secondly, by the country's anomalous position within the United Kingdom, sometimes viewed as a home nation, and sometimes as a colony. The high number of garrisons in Ireland, on average 20-25,000 men per annum distributed in barracks in 19 cities and towns, and the close association this created between the officer class and the local gentry gave added impetus to the family military tradition. The only significant source of income for the Irish landed interest, their rental income from tenanted land, was eaten into by successive land acts culminating in the Wyndham Act of 1903. This enticed the gentry to sell off large tracts of land to their tenants for a substantial bonus, but in the long term it signified a decline in their wealth and influence. Strong pressure to sell came from the fact that after 1880 leading lenders became reluctant to advance loans on Irish land. Their confidence in Irish landlords had been severely damaged by the Land War. This difficulty in securing
